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The problems involved in the preservation of our urban historical and architectural heritage have aroused increasing attention in the last few years, partially because of the growing general concern over the quality of our environment. The idea of having some type of committee, or board, to advise municipal governments on such preservation questions is certainly not new; in the last few years, a vast number of such committees have sprung up across the country. In
Ontario, for instance, since the 1974 legislation, over 40 new bodies of this type have been created. All such committees inevitably run into many difficulties, although they are greatly helped when their municipality is located in a province in which there is some overall legislation and a central ministry to give advice. They inject a new element into the planning and development process, an element that threatens to complicate traditional procedures and therefore, naturally, disturbs planners, developers and municipal officials who have their accustomed processes. Hence the experience of what is now one of the "older" committees, that of London, Ontario, may be of some interest to readers of this journal, for its evolution points up many issues that face such bodies. Possibly, therefore, some suggestions based on its experiences will help smooth the path of parallel organizations elsewhere.
Today, with the new Ontario provincial legislation that provides for the establishment of such committees in all municipalities, the way is greatly smoothed; however, in provinces without this type of legislation and in Ontario before 1975, the urban committee has been
The writers would like to thank John H. Lutman, whose article on the research methods of the Committee appeared in a recent issue of the U.H.R., , for his assistance with this article. 11 normally born in crisis. This was the case in London. In many ways that city in 1970 was typical of our larger centres; it was growing rapidly and the "bigger is better 11 mystique seemed to dominate both Council and civic administration. Not surprisingly, the original core area was changing constantly. Although many groups were concerned with the city 1 s character, and the London Public Library had established a Historic Sites Advisory Committee to erect plaques, there was neither any conservation regulation nor any system of protection. The demolition of several important buildings, mostly during the summer when no one was around, brought the matter to the fore. For instance, the mansion of Benjamin Cronyn, first Anglican bishop, was pulled down to make way for a municipal senior citizens 1 housing project. The housing was badly needed, and the downtown location was a good one, but the question of whether or not the mansion could have been retained in the scheme was never even investigated. Also, the 1872 federal Custom
House was razed in 1971, over loud objections, for it occupied a conspicuous site and was a particularly fine mansard building, with one of the few stone facades in the city.
As a result some groups in the city began to protest. The leaders in this action were the London Public Library, through its committee on plaques, the London and Middlesex Historical Society, the . The structure had been plaqued and most thought that it was safe. Various groups immediately protested, meetings were held, delays in demolition were arranged and the chief administrative officer promised cooperation and was helpful and encouraging. The structure was checked, found to be in very good condition and the encouraging noises kept up. Then, unexpectedly, the city declared that preservation was impossible.
Although there was a long rearguard skirmish "Beechwood" was finally knocked down in August, 1972. The various organizations were left with the distinct impression that, despite the protestations of sympathy, when it came to decisive action little help could be expected from the city unless constant pressures were brought to bear.
Instead of giving up, therefore, and thus making those opposed to preservation happy, the groups decided to improve the organization that they had already developed during the fight. Representatives were quickly nominated to a provisional committee to draw up a schedule of buildings of importance, simultaneously, pressures were put on the City
Council to both appoint an official Committee, to advise the city on such matters and to have the City of London Act amended, after the form used in Toronto and Kingston, to empower the Council to designate buildings and sites as being of historical or architectural importance.
Once this was done the legislation would prevent their being demolished, or altered, without due notice being given.
Fortunately, some members of the Council, particularly Mayor Jane Bigelow, were quite sympathetic. Application was made for the
The Ontario Heritage Act (Statutes of Ontario, 1974, c. 122) makes provision for such a committee to be set up in each municipality. 13 necessary amendment to the City of London Act, which was assented to in 2 April, 1972, and it was agreed that a municipal Committee would be appointed. The citizens 1 provisional committee had meanwhile been working on its lists of buildings of importance. This was based on a triple schedule, following the system then in use in England, and was adopted by the various organizations involved in January of '1972.
Here, then, are the first three points that should be considered by any municipal group trying to set up a programme of conservation for their city: 1) agree on what buildings are important and establish a schedule or schedules; 2) get your municipality to obtain the necessary power to designate buildings and areas of interest, if it does not already have it under a general provincial statute; and 3) have an official city committee appointed.
The last point represented the first major delay; although everything was agreed upon in early 1972, no action was taken in appointing the committee. The civic administration (as distinguished from the Council) argued that terms of reference were needed first, but no action seemed to come on terms of reference. Perhaps the administration saw it as a low priority issue, perhaps there were those who did not want any official committee to object until "Beeehwood" was gone.
Even then no action was taken and the Committee was not finally appointed until February, 1973, after some further pressures on the Council. As a council representative the Committee was given Controller Ed Blake, a former CFPL radio station hot line host, who became absolutely invaluable, advising on budget matters and helping to get the schedules approved in principle by Council in September.
Thus, it might be said that the afore-mentioned organizers had been quite fortunate. The Committee was under way in only a little over a year, the city had not lost anything else of importance, and preservation was getting some good publicity in the London Free Press.
Then, to thwart the unfolding of the universe, began an amazing series
Statutes of Ontario, 1972, c. 122 , "An Act Respecting The City of London," s. 5. of frustrations; these point up the problems that can afflict such committees and are worth noting so that they can possibly be avoided or mitigated elsewhere. Their cumulative effect was that, while much has been accomplished by the middle of 1977 9 designation of any building still remains a thing of the future.
The first difficulty, not surprisingly from the above, came in establishing liaison with the City Council and city administration.
As noted, the Committee formed a new cog in the municipal machinery, one that promised to bring in new complications in the administrative and planning processes. First there were the delays in appointing the "Historic Sites Advisory Committee", as it was at first called, then questions as to whom it should report. Initially it reported to the Social and Community Services Committee, which in turn reported to the Planning Board. Then, when it seemed that this was not the best, the Committee became a committee to the Planning Board, to which it reported directly. could not be designated, nor could the interior of the Grand Theatre, even though the owners wanted the latter designated, the Ontario government was ready to give money for refurbishing as soon,as designation took place, and all agreed that it was worthy of protection.
Fortunately, the provincial ministry stated that both designations were possible. Finally, after some complaints by owners of important historical properties, the civic administration came up with a new series of stages for designation procedure that are far more complex than those of any other Ontario municipalities known to the present authors. These involve large costs for interdepartmental charges for surveys and so forth and have again held up action.
Perhaps surprisingly, the City Council presented less problems. Being elected, councillors are more receptive to citizen interests, and also, unlike administrators, they do not remain forever action on designation. This procedure is now underway for several major structures, but the delays have meant that several property owners, who, at first, might have been sympathetic, have had time to consider the profitability of highrise development and to envision "Heritage Towers" occupying the site of their family manor, even if it is zoned for low density housing. Thus the processes may be more complex than had originally been anticipated. For those sites that are zoned for higher density these difficulties point up the need for some form of provincial, or municipal transfer of development rights, or compensation legislation. Allied to this is the need for some sort of a trust fund, which is now being considered, so money will be available to purchase historic buildings. The best example of such a fund is that of the Waterloo Regional Municipality, which is based on a low tax, originally 25<? per head, and has proven more than sufficient. But these are all subjects for articles on their own.
There are naturally many more problems, but these point up some of the main issues and difficulties facing one municipal preservation committee. The basic organization -schedule, committee and legislation -must exist for there to be any success. Once these are attained it is still essential to develop a good working relationship with the city, to establish a data bank, to secure adequate funding and to issue publications presenting the committee 1 s case to the citizens.
Fortunately, the pendulum is swinging towards more public sympathy and official backing; nevertheless, it would be wrong to believe that anyone who becomes involved with such movements can avoid engaging in a series of battles before any successes are obtained.
